Increasingly, business school faculty are beginning to recognize the environmental and social issues that add complexity to the supplier-buyer relationship, and hence expand its textbook definition. Buyers, facing public relations pressures in their home countries and looking for opportunities for a competitive advantage, are concerning themselves with supplier employee working conditions and human rights as well as environmental issues, like limiting emissions and packaging waste. But some argue that price and timing pressures from buyers may have contributed to negative conditions at supplier facilities in the first place. Given these dynamics, future business leaders entering the supply chain arena require thorough understanding of methods and metrics of how to accurately assess these relationships.
How, then, are business schools addressing these complexities in their curriculum? When supply chain discussions are integrated into the core curriculum, they typically are included in operations management classes. Many MBA programs, however, are now choosing to offer courses dedicated to supply chain management that allow for in-depth conversations of the current social and environmental presence within the field. A good number of these classes are highlighted below.
THE BOTTOM LINE:
■ Comprehensive supply chain management in today's market requires a command of social and environmental topics. Business schools integrating the concept into the core curriculum typically do so in operations management classes, but some programs have chosen to give the topic a course of its own-often as an elective. On recent curricular developments: "Supply chain management has become so mainstream in companies, that there is little doubt that supply chain management will become further integrated into the MBA core curriculum. We have already seen this happen with the evolution of many core MBA operations management courses which are now entitled 'Supply Chain Management' or 'Operations and Supply Chain Management'. Correspondingly, universities are increasingly creating departmental areas of emphasis or even entire departments of supply chain management."
On the integration of sustainability themes into supply chain management: "I think that the key is for supply chain managers to be able to better understand how sustainability fits within their (supply chain) strategies, and how this should be integrated within the larger organizational/firm strategy. Issues surrounding measurement, carbon footprinting in the supply chain, and developing greater supply chain transparency are all of keen interest to practitioners and to supply chain researchers."
On practicality: "Engaging in sustainable supply chain management is not only a "nice thing to do," it can help to lower costs and/or increase revenues if effectively implemented. Again, these activities are no longer an option-sustainability is a requirement for doing business in the twenty-first century and supply chain management can lead the way."
EXAMPLES OF UNIVERSITY CENTERS OF INTEREST:
• Instructor: Seungjin Whang "In this course students learn how supply chain processes can be 'dematerialized,' reducing our use of natural resources in the supply chain, and thus reducing our impact on the natural world. For example, messages can be relayed via electronic means, thus cutting out our use of fax paper, or goods can be turned into services (as with the streaming of movies, rather than the renting of physical videos or DVDs). The environmental impact of this dematerialization is part of the classroom discussion that follows our reading of cases and articles. We spend time dedicated to understanding how cradle-to-cradle supply systems differ from cradle-to-grave supply systems, thus understanding the importance of initial design in the amount of waste that is produced by a product as it is manufactured and shipped. Reverse supply chains (taking back the product once users have finished using it) are also discussed in class."
■ Duquesne University, John F. Donahue Graduate School of Business Strategic Supply Chain Management (Elective Course) Instructor: John Mahwinney "Supply Chain Management is an exciting new concept in business integration which provides tremendous opportunities for improved productivity and performance, yet is often difficult for traditional businesses to master. As a result, the demands in the marketplace for well trained Supply Chain Managers is growing and creating newfound career opportunities for those who understand and can apply the concepts. Strategic Supply Chain Management is the capstone course in the Duquesne University's Supply Chain Management (SCM) programs. As a result, the focus of this course will be on the impact of effective SCM on the organization's productivity and competitiveness. Students will explore the links between overall business strategy and supply chain strategy, and will develop an in depth understanding of the principles of supply chain excellence. Social and environmental factors are inherent to understanding the value chain. For example, ethical issues critical in making purchasing decisions relate to bribery and fair treatment of suppliers. In addition, critical environmental factors must be considered in the packaging, design, and disposal of products. The concept of 'reverse logistics' is discussed in detail, which deals with manufacturer implementation of warranty, recycling/refurbishing, and repurchase of its products. Field research combined with Duquesne SCM software, will provide students experience in SCM strategic development and integration."
For additional courses on related subjects, or to download select syllabi, search thousands of descriptions at Beyond Grey Pinstripes.
NOTABLE TEACHING MATERIALS:
Materials referenced are meant to represent the diversity of related teaching resources available at Caseplace.org. Most are available as free downloads to registered faculty members.
■ Case Study: Charles Veillon, S.A.
Source: Harvard Business School Publishing
The top management team at Charles Veillon, a Swiss mail-order company, is considering whether to work with a human rights organization to monitor the labor practices of its suppliers. A particular concern is avoiding child labor and other forms of workplace coercion. Over the years Esquel, which was part of an old-fashioned industry, gradually grew to become a larger and more modern organization. While striving to run a successful business, Esquel also took steps to ensure the well-being of its employees and to have a positive impact on society, and was devoted to protecting the environment in areas where it operated.
■ Teaching Module: Preparing to be the Stakeholder Relationship Manager:
The Case of Wal-Mart Source: Caseplace.org Wal-Mart is a case of an organization with a core strategy that appears successful financially but whose future is potentially threatened by a range of stakeholders who question the social impacts of this business model. The job description for Wal-Mart's newly created "Senior Director for Stakeholder Management" seeks "an innovative, out-of-the-box thinker" who can work on the company's commitments in areas including labor and wages, health care, product sourcing, and the environment. Are business schools today training leaders who could fill this role?
